STUDENTS' LIVED EXPERIENCES AS TEXT IN TEACHING THE SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION*
Although we may claim our students are developing a sociological imagina tion, it is quite another to realize this in our teaching and our students' per formances. Through a professional move from teaching in Chicago to Maine, I was led to rethink how I teach the sociological imagination. I argue that if we are to teach the sociological imagination, we must consider our students' con textual backgrounds more carefully and use student's lived experiences as "text" from which they exercise and develop their sociological imaginations. I illustrate this approach with an assignment designed to use students' experi ences from rural and small towns in Maine. The assignment challenges them to use their sociological perspective to look at the relationship between "private troubles" and "public issues, " and to demonstrate using a sociological imagination to reflect on their biographies.
KATRINA C. HooP
Saint Joseph's College of Maine WHEN THE ASA TASK FORCE on the Un dergraduate Major released its report in 2004 , it came as no surprise that they would ground their thinking about the undergradu ate major as a liberal learning experience. As they argue, the undergraduate major is about "opening the mind." Our students should learn to critically question the cus tomary and their own assumptions about the social world in which they live. They claim that if "[students'] ongoing learning is based on the template of understanding the impor tance of social structure and culture-the sociological perspective-then we will have succeeded in providing an education worth having and in producing citizens and work ers who will be of continuing value to their communities and employers" (ASA 2004 ).
This parallels the general claims made about the nature of the liberal learning experience, and this should be expected.
The Task Force worked jointly with the American Association of Colleges and Uni versities (AAC&U). AAC&U has argued
continuously that a liberal learning experi ence is grounded in challenging students to look critically at their assumptions, to sub ject ideas and claims to critical examination, and to empathize with and welcome the diversity of ideas and cultures that charac terize our communities locally, regionally, and globally. AAC&U (2007) characterizes the liberal learning experience as how our students "understand the foundations of knowledge and inquiry about nature, culture and society; that . . . [they] . . . master core skills of perception, analysis, and expres sion; that . . . [they] . . . cultivate a respect for truth; that . . . [they] . . . recognize the importance of historical and cultural con text; and that . . . [they] . . . explore con nections among formal learning, citizen ship, and service to our communities." The Task Force's claims appear to tailor AAC&U's more general claims about the liberal learning experience contextually within the framing of the undergraduate Imagination. Mills's (1959) "sociologic imagination" is perhaps our best expressi of sociology as liberal learning. Developi a sociological imagination, as he outlines i challenges us to develop ethical, moral, a intellectual skills that we can use to cri cally understand the complexity of socie and reflect on how society has influenc our "personal history." It is important t note that Mills (1959) OUR CLAIMS ABOUT TEACHING THE SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATIO As the pages of Teaching Sociology witne it is one thing to make the claim about t impact of developing a sociological imag nation and quite another to claim our st dents realize this through our teaching a demonstrate this in their performances our classes. The sociological imaginatio can be, admittedly, an ambiguous concep We seem to "know" it when we see it, b we find it a bit more difficult to explain it everyone's agreement or translate it int common pedagogical content and practic (Eckstein, Schoenike, and Delaney 1995 (Adams 1986; Bidw 2000; Kaufman 1997; M gast 1986; Renzulli 2001 But do these, taken together, provide us a composite of what we mean when we claim we foster our students' sociological imagi nations in our courses? I pose this question deliberately. The majority of our students are not going to be pursuing graduate stud ies. And, at many schools the majority of the undergraduate students we teach may not be pursuing sociology as their under graduate field of study. Many are in our courses as part of general education or as ancillary courses required for their aca demic field of study. This raises a rather interesting puzzle. It is one thing to think about what we do in class when preparing future sociologists and discussing the "sociological imagination" as a school of thought. But it is another thing to think about how our courses affect students in general, their liberal learning experiences, and the role our courses play in "priming" their sociological imagination as part of their liberal learning. These two may over lap, but they are not necessarily the same. Laff (2005) has argued "we cannot say for certain that there is a relationship between what we perceive in what we teach and the lives our students lead" (p. 8). We want to claim that the study of sociology fosters our students' sociological imagination and af fects their liberal learning experiences be cause it has affected ours. But what may be true for us may not be true of our students. Graff (2003) O'Flaherty (1992) , and Tynes ( gued, these students seemed to "g logical concepts easier. When I ass paper posing a sociological probl students had much to talk about b their diverse experiences, so I as was fostering their sociological tions.
However, for my students in Maine cul tural insularity is more common (Goodnough 2007 Adams 1986; O'Flaherty 1992 .) The pur pose of this assignment is to introduce stu dents to the first key component of the so ciological imagination: the individual and society individuals inhabit, and how their "biography" may have been influenced and shaped by "history." Playing off David Newman's (1997) 
assignment in Sociology:
Exploring the Architecture of Everyday Life, I ask students to describe some of the major events happening locally, nationally and globally on the day they were born. I also ask them to talk to family members or peo ple who were old enough to remember the day they were born. Then, I ask specific questions that help them to speculate on how national and global social forces shaped who they are today. I used this as signment regularly with students in Chi cago, and for the most part, students seemed to "get it," albeit with some strug gle. I assumed my students in Maine would also "get it." This was not the case. The questions I received from students about the assignment, as well as their responses, re vealed that this basic assignment was very much a challenge. I received many papers with comments like "When I talked to my mom about the day I was born, she said that the only thing she was concerned about around the time of my birth was me. She doesn't remember anything about world events." In some ways, the assignment re flected why Maine has been characterized as insular and it became a "go fetch" piece where students simply gathered informa tion. They did not understand how to think with the concepts they learned in class about the influences at play in their lives when they were born and how those influences shaped their growing up. I assumed the dif ference, compared to the Chicago students, was that a larger percentage of them were first-generation college students and coming from rural backgrounds.
O'Flaherty (1992) argues that one chal lenge to this assignment for rural students is the difficulty they have in getting informa tion. But O'Flaherty refers to the challenge of getting "print" material from local news papers for the assignment. The Chicago
Tribune is the local newspaper in Chicago, but I asked those students to look at national newspapers on microfilm. My students in Maine have access to the Internet and Inter net library resources which gives them the same access to material that my students in Chicago would look at regarding the days they were born. After all, my first year students were born in 1987. Even so, for some reason, they struggled to see how their biography could have been shaped by history within a social context.
Others have commented on how students' upbringing, social class and education may play a role. This dynamic could be further affected depending on the educational level of their parents. But Eckstein et al. (1995) note that this might not be the case. They point out that students from less privileged backgrounds appear to develop their "sociological voice" and apply concepts easier and more quickly. However, I found that in Chicago, regardless of students' and their families' social class and educational background, they "knew" what was going on in the world. The students' parents and families often could elaborate on events surrounding their child's birthday. But I did not find this to be the case in Maine.
If social class and education do not ex plain all the differences and if I could not assume that this was just because students were first generation college students and coming from rural backgrounds, where are these differences grounded? It is plausible to argue that the difference is linked to lived experience. First generation immigrant stu dents in Chicago had plenty to talk about in their "on the day I was born" papers, sim ply because their lived experiences were diverse, and they and their families could not help but be aware of social, economic, and political events that had affected their lives. As important, the diverse class make up of my Chicago courses played itself out in differences in opinion during class dis cussion. In Maine, it appears I could not draw on this kind of lived experience or diverse class make-up. What I learned over all is that if I wanted to use my students' lived experiences to help them understand and use sociological concepts, I would have to consider how to construct examples and assignments that would resonate with their lives. Because my students in Maine have different lived experiences than my students in Chicago, I needed my assignments to tap into that difference.
To incorporate their lived experiences as part of our class, I had to research the con texts of the communities in which they and I now lived. As I discovered, the decline in the manufacturing industry, a decrease in population, and an aging population are three major societal shifts to which many students can actually speak. They can speak to it because they experience it. Unlike my Chicago student, students in Maine are most likely from communities with limited job opportunities (U.S. Department of Labor 2007). In Maine when I lecture on the econ omy and how the economy affects families and communities, more students understand and comment on their experiences of the impact of a central employer cutting jobs. Asking her guiding questions challenged her to think with the sociological concepts and methods to understand her own experi ence within a social context. These ques tions pushed her to first look at "troubles" and then to look at "issues" that might be affecting and impacting her personal biogra phy and the biographies of her high school friends. These were her first steps to devel oping her sociological imagination. As Mills (1959) might argue, through the ques tions she was beginning to become "aware of the idea of social structure and to use it with sensibility" as she reflected on and thought about her personal and social reali ties (pp. 10-11, 192 ).
THE SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION AND ILL-STRUCTURED PROBLEMS
My work with this student led me to rethink how I claim to teach to the sociological imagination, especially if I claim to do this effectively in my classes. What I realized is that the questions I asked this student were not the type of questions I outline for as signments or for in-class discussions on those assignments after they had been handed in. Those questions focused on ap plying concepts to a structured situation. The questions I was asking this student fo cused on seeing the interconnection between societal forces and her individual experi ences. If my best student was struggling to see this interconnection, then I could be sure that all my students would be strug gling. I was successful at finding connec tions from their experiences to illustrate and help them understand concepts. What was missing is that the types of assignments I prepared did not challenge my students to look at the relationship between troubles and issues.
To do this may in part rest in how we have our students engage "fuzzy" ill structured problems we craft into our as signments. We begin this when we use ex amples from our students' lived experiences to illustrate concepts we are trying to teach.
But where we might be falling short is in our assignments. Once students demonstrate that they have mastered concepts, we may want to add into some assignments "ill structured" problems. One way to do this so that these ill structured problems speak to our students' lives is to use their lives as the text of the problems, to draw these problems from their "biographies," and challenge them with the critical thinking prompts and ques tioning that drives how they engage the two way relationship between "private troubles"
and "public issues."
ADAPTATION OF A PEDAGOGICAL ASSIGNMENT
We cannot assume that because students understand sociological concepts from ex amples relevant to their lives that our stu dents are developing their sociological imaginations. If I wanted to foster my stu dents' sociological imaginations, then I would have to rethink how to plot out my assignments and how I lead class discussion on those assignments. I began to shape my assignments off the interaction I had with my student who was struggling on her per sonal statement for graduate school. I fo cused on the interaction between "trouble" and "issue," intentionally modeling critical thinking questions, and how those questions can drive students to engage the two-way relationship. As Mills (1959) and "issues" in an immediate way that speaks to their lives, and in so doing, help them learn how to exercise their sociologi cal imagination. In Introduction to Sociol ogy, I assign a paper early in the semester, after we read parts of Mills's Sociological Imagination. By introducing the challenge of thinking sociologically at the start, throughout the course students and could reflect back to the assignment's focus on the two-way relationship between troubles and issues, and we could continually work with the critical thinking questions that drive this relationship. Let me briefly illustrate the assignment.
Economic Restructuring Assignment
As I mentioned above, two major societal shifts that students can speak to are the de cline in the manufacturing industry and a decrease in population. I begin by asking students to define or explain terms we have covered. I require students to use the Inter net to find information on their town/county, and to talk to a family mem ber or older relative. I suggest to students that if they are struggling to find informa tion, to call their hometown or county's representative or Chamber of Commerce. I request the paper to be 3-4 pages in length.
In the first section of the assignment, I begin by asking students about the kinds of jobs there are in the town they are from: As discussed in class, explain the terms "primary sector," "secondary sector," "blue-collar, " "white collar, " and "service industry" jobs. Identifying examples of work from their hometowns encourages students to think structurally and focus on social "issues." Jobs represent issues because they are ex perienced collectively and are influenced by historical changes in a society's economy. When students can identify and categorize the kinds of jobs in particular areas, they begin to understand that a community hav ing work is essentially a public issue. At the same time, jobs are personal, and they also are "troubles." Although most students can speak in general terms about the communi ties they are from, these questions ask them to carry out basic research which provides them with an accurate portrayal of their hometown economy and also tacitly asks them if they can find a job in their town (a personal trouble). More importantly, stu dents may be led to challenge assumptions they have about their communities' econo mies.
In the second section, I ask more specific questions about their families, jobs and edu cation. Their friends who are not in college are working in the trades, manufacturing or other family businesses. When asked about the role their high school played in their decision to attend college, many can speak to the subtle or explicit pressure-or a lack of thereof-to succeed and attend college. Asking them to look at their communities and institutions, such as their high school, challenges them to make connections be tween their biography, or personal troubles, and something larger-public issues such as economic forces. They begin to consider how larger social forces shape personal de cisions. Asking them to speculate on their future, sets the stage for assignments asking them to speculate on other issues they are not personally connected to. Through generational comparison, stu dents can begin to understand how biogra phy-such as the work someone does for a living-is shaped by economic and other social forces. Employing this "structured thinking tool," students begin to realize how economic shifts (public issues) may influ ence their decision to go to college and/or concern of finding decent employment (individual or personal troubles). Many students mention their parents desire to have them attend college because the parents worked in demanding manual labor jobs.
Often, students coming from small towns or rural areas of Maine speak of one factory or plant shaping their perception of work and the economy all around them, their friends, and their friends' families. In Mills's terms, students are pushed to make connections and understand the distinction between "the personal troubles of milieux" and the "public issues of social structure."
I do want to note that this assignment works for those students in my classes who are from urban areas around New England. During our class discussions, these students begin to appreciate the need to empathize with those from different areas because Students from different communities found the assignment interesting, but the assign ment was specifically geared to students from rural communities in New England. My goal was to craft an assignment to reso nate with their lives. By specifically laying out guiding questions, students had to look at the relationship between the individual and society. By doing this, I helped my students realize the personal value in devel oping their sociological imaginations. What my students discovered is that the guiding question challenged them to reflect on how they looked at their communities and them selves within those communities. The class discussion after the due date revealed my students beginning to develop a "sociological" way of thinking. They began to understand how the decisions they have made for their education and their lives have been also shaped by social forces.
They demonstrated that they began to see how history and public "issues" are con nected to their biographies and personal concerns or "troubles."
As we discussed what they learned as they reflected on their communities, their "choice" to attend college, and their future plans, the discussion showed that develop ing a sociological imagination is not an easy task, and they struggled with this "habit of the mind" even when reflecting on their own personal lives and their communities.
A few students claimed, "I don't really think anything shaped my decision to go to college-except for me." But through the discussion with the assignment as context, students came to understand that even when a decision or preference seems to be purely personal, it is always made within a social context.
A history student from a small town noted on his reflections in his assignment that:
it made me look at the bigger picture and where mine and my friends' individual experi ences fit in the context of our town. We (my friends and I) were very smart and thus obser vant and we didn't want the lives we saw around us, and could see we wanted more and college was the way out. And "out" is mean ing we, for the most part, will have to move away in order to get jobs in our fields.
His narrative reveals his first steps in devel oping his sociological imagination. By say ing "it made me look at the bigger picture,"
he began to realize that social forces at play helped shape his decision to attend college. When he noted "we didn't want the lives we saw around us," he placed his college deci sion as a reaction against the social forces he perceived, rather than simply a personal decision. His reflection echoed other stu dents' comments on "personal decisions"
after thinking about and witnessing people in their communities. He began to sense the private-public/troubles-issues connection that marks thinking with a sociological imagination. A communications student commented on the girls from her high school who did not go to college and are now young mothers.
After discussing the kinds of low-wage work these young women are now doing, she claimed:
My parents wanted me to go to school so I wouldn't have to struggle as much as they did. There are mostly low-income jobs in my town which drove me to strive for a college degree I think my decision to go to college was sort of given. I'm not sure I would have had the choice and I don't think it would have been accepted in my family.
Like the history student, this woman identi fied her family as a force behind her choice to attend college. But she notes her life cir cumstances and local economy also shaped her decision. Her decision to attend college was made in the context of her knowing that job choices are limited, when she claimed, "I'm not sure I would have had the choice."
A pre-pharmacy student notes how his town had not changed for the past few dec ades. He also began to see, in part, how social forces helped shape his decision to attend college. This student, like many, pointed to the lack of economic opportunities in their commu nities. He seems to blame his town for the lack of economic change when he suggests that they could change, but chose not to. He explained that tradition, rather than personal interest, would have led him to work with his uncle had he not decided not to attend college. Nevertheless, he thinks that if he were not in college, he would have had to leave his town for work opportunities. More importantly, he began to see a connection between a personal choice and larger social and economic forces and the influence those larger forces had in influencing his think ing.
One business student had never reflected on his community-at least consciously until he worked on this assignment. I wasn't even aware at how barren my small town seems. Almost all of the land is farms and many families lived on them for genera tions. It's a fine life for some people, but it isn't anything I'd want to do.
This student began to understand how his "trouble" of finding work or living in a particular community can be shaped by the economy or an "issue." In addition, he re vealed to me that he was studying business so he could find a job in another part of the state or work from home.
I learned from a few of my students dur ing our class discussion that their personal choice of major was shaped by their percep tion of either possible choices of occupa tions in their hometowns or careers that appear to be immune from job lay-offs and plant closures. All were driven by the desire to bring in a good, secure income. A nurs ing major noted her decision was based on what would lead to a "stable, well-paying job;" consequently, economic factors that impact a town also impacted her life. She discovered a historical occurrence in her town that has influenced the aging of her town, and thus another reason why she wanted to leave her town after college.
About 10 years ago, a major source of tax relief in [my town]-a nuclear power plant shut down. This led to a decreased school budget and increased taxes. This, I believe, has decreased the number of families, espe cially with school-aged children from moving here and staying here.
Addressing this shift, she came to under stand how social forces impact decisions families make to move from the commu nity. While discussing this, she highlighted another trend happening simultaneously in her community affected by the aging com munity. While most of the elderly, she men tioned, still live in their homes, she dis cussed concern about the price of housing. When she claimed, "the lack of housing affects me because I would want to own property too," she began to see how an in dividual choice is affected by a social force.
STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES

OF THE ASSIGNMENT
The strength of this assignment is in how they helped students begin to work with the strategies that ground the development of a sociological imagination through topics that they can engage personally. First, I find that students naturally engage with studying their hometowns. Their communities are "familiar terrain," and asking them to apply sociologically related terms to the landscape of their communities and their lives within those communities is a great place to begin. Asking questions using these terms about their communities opens them to larger, structural questions that can be asked later. In classroom discussions that focus on their communities, students are less scared to speak up in class, when they know they will be sharing with the class information about each others' communities. Second, students enjoy and are familiar with doing Internet research. Although they may need prompt ing ideas about where to go and who to phone (if they are contacting their towns), they all generally find information that I am requesting for their papers. Finally, this assignment has appeal across student back grounds. My students from urban areas mention gentrification; my students from suburban areas mention housing costs; and my rural students mention factory closings as social and economic trends that are affecting their communities. All becomes sensitive to their own situations. The goal of this paper and the ensuing discussions is to introduce them to using their sociological imaginations, and it seems that crafting topics from our stu dents' lives-as-text lend themselves well to this process. These same pedagogic strate gies can be applied on any campus.
There are some limitations. First, for students who have moved recently, relying on parents or relatives for information about their current town may be difficult. Parents may not be able to speak to the economics or the social history of their current town. In addition, more research may need to be done to learn about a student's current town. Another weakness relates to students from suburban areas. Some students come from economically booming areas where finding well-paying jobs is not a concern. However, this does not necessarily compro mise the assignment. As students from rural areas discuss the economic challenges of their communities, suburban students are pushed to reflect on their opportunities and privilege. They become aware of their privilege and have the chance to reflect on how their circumstances shape their views.
CONCLUSION
I would like to offer some final, yet critical, thoughts on the argument I have laid out. The argument I am making is a challenge to an assumption that I took for granted about our claims that our teaching helps our stu dents develop their sociological imagina tion: if we use good and solid examples from our students' lives to teach with, our students would master those concepts on the way to developing their sociological imagi nation. If we believe that teaching to the sociological imagination is a liberal learning experience, we may need to consider that it is not simply a matter of trying to find ex amples our students will be interested in, but rather how well we can connect our examples and assignments to their lived experiences. Tapping into their lived experi ences as part of the "course text" should be a consideration in our teaching. This is how we model our claim that the sociological imagination informs our day-to-day lives.
I do not want to suggest that I have lim ited all my assignments simply to things that connect with my students' immediate ex periences. Nor am I suggesting that all of our assignments should be crafted around ill-structured problems pulled from our stu dents' lives as text. But I am arguing that we need to consider how to incorporate at least one such assignment in our classes if we want to claim that we are fostering our students' sociological imaginations. If I use this approach intentionally early in the course, I can outline, demonstrate, and get my students to begin to see the personal value of and learn how to exercise their sociological imagination by working with this three-part process of looking at trou bles, raising self-reflective critical thinking questions, and reflecting on the two-way relationships between "trouble" and "issue." Throughout the semester, as I move from one topic to the next, if I con tinually pose the questions in this assign ment to my students, they can develop the habit of mind to think about the relationship between private-public/troubles-issues. The immediate first steps after an assignment like this are to apply this process to new topics, such as when I cover globalization.
In designing ill-structured, problem-based assignments, I found value in elaborating guiding questions. Open-ended yet highly "guided" questions provide critical thinking steps. Elaborating questions models critical thinking, intentionally demonstrating to student the need to consciously raise ques tions, probe their assumptions, become clear about the gaps in their understanding, and be able to draw inferences through the lens of sociological concepts so they can develop their sociological imaginations in the process.
